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Relevance in Contemporary Expository Preaching 


In his classic text, Expository Preaching for Today, Andrew Black¬ 
wood notes that "preaching means the interpretation of life today, in 
light that comes from God today, largely through the Bible." 1 Black¬ 
wood bemoans the fact that while expository sermons were common in 
the past, "later ministers have witnessed a turning away from exposi¬ 
tory preaching, with a turning toward a large use of topical sermons." 2 
Blackwood's words were uttered in 1954 but they still have a 21 st 
century ring. In listening to some contemporary sermons, it is easy to 
echo this charge without fear of contradiction, embarrassment, or 
claims of irrelevance. 

Historical differentiation between sermons types (topical, textual, 
expository) does not fall within the confines of this writing. 3 In fact, 
there is no universal agreement in such differentiation. 4 It is here main¬ 
tained, however, that preaching based on "the exposition of a passage 
of Scripture" 5 is expository preaching or biblical preaching. 6 "To preach 
the word today means, therefore, to pass on to the church here and 
now the message of the Bible. The call to preach the word is a call to 
preach biblically." 7 


1 Andrew W. Blackwood, Expository Preaching for Today, (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1953), 13. 

2 Ibid., 20. 

3 J. Daniel Baumann, An Introduction to Contemporary Preaching, (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1972), 101- 
104; James Earl Massey, Designing the Sermon: Order and Movement n Preaching, vol. 3, Abingdon Preacher's 
Library, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980), 20-24. 

4 Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1988), 10-12; J. Michael Shannon and Robert C. Shannon, Expository Preaching, (Cincinnati: Standard 
Publishing, 1982), 4-5. 

5 John Broadus, A Treatise on the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons, (New York: Harpers and Brothers 
Publishers, 1870), 322. 

6 George E. Sweazey, Preaching the Good News (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1976), 161-162. 

7 Greidanus, The Modern Preacher, 10. 


2 



However, "if contemporary preachers wish to preach the word, 
they will need to proclaim relevantly that word that was long ago 
inscribed in Scripture." 8 And in order to do that, contemporary 
preachers must "translate the sublime truths of the Word of God into 
language the people can understand." 9 

Relevance in contemporary expository preaching is the need of 
the hour. What does this mean? How may it occur? Why is it so 
important? To answer these questions, we will briefly explore the 
nature of relevance, the problem of the so-called gap between the then 
of biblical culture and the now of contemporary culture (together with 
strategies for bridging the gap), and the role of illustrations in 
preaching. It should be recognized that the efforts here offered are 
highly selective and are only suggestive at best. 

The Nature of Relevance 

Translating the names of U.S. made products into foreign 
languages has sometimes been a less than successful proposition. 
General Motors, for example, ran into difficulties in Mexico when 
it introduced the Chevy Nova. The car, which sold well in the U.S., 
wasn't selling south of the border. The executives were at a loss 
to explain the reason until they discovered that in Spanish speak¬ 
ing countries, Nova is pronounced as two words and literally 
means 'won't go.' 10 

Relevance is defined as "bearing upon or connected with the 
matter in hand." General Motors found out that they were not 
connected and the result was failure in the achievement of their 


Ibid. 

9 Jack D. Sanford, Make Your Preaching Relevant, (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1963), 5. 

10 King Duncan, ed. Journal of Religious Speaking, (Knoxville: Christian Communications Laboratory, n.d.), 5. 
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objective. Mark it well: the issue and nature of relevance is most 
important in the arena of communication. 

Like General Motors, "the writers of Scripture faced a 
communication problem similar to the one encountered by the 
contemporary preacher - finding the most effective rhetorical shape 
for their message." 11 In other words, being relevant with the biblical 
texts means recognizing that they "are not packages containing ideas; 
they are means of communication." 12 

In recognizing that "the unique biblical revelation cannot be 
stated adequately at all apart from its unique historical setting, we 
must seek to make that message relevant for our situation in the light 
of its original relevance for the situation" 13 to which it was historically 
addressed. This requires discipline. The contemporary expository 
preacher who seeks to be relevant "must, as did Jacob of old, wrestle 
with the Spirit of God until his bones feel the truth of the living Word. 
This sort of discipline calls for long hours before the open Bible in 
concentration and prayerful study." 14 

Something of the nature of relevance in contemporary expository 
preaching is also expressed in one of the verses of a song written by Bill 
and Gloria Gaither: 

I don't wont to spend my life o preachin' sermons that give 

answers to the questions no one's askin' anywhere. 

When there's so much pain and hurtin' 

There's no need to be searchin' 


11 Thomas G. Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 12. 

12 Ibid. 

13 William E. Hull, "The Relevance of the New Testament," Review and Expositor 62, no. 2 (Spring 1965): 192. 

14 Sanford, Make Your Preaching, 21. 
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For the needles in the haystacks that aren't there. 

I want to spend my time a wearin' myself out for Jesus 

With the news \a cure's been found to heal our land.' 

Instead of making lists, inventing creeds: 

'That I'm concerned with people needs!' 

I'll show them how to touch the nail scarred hand. 15 

Relevance means that preaching must be "related to the lives of 
people. One does not preach [just] for the purpose of explaining a 
passage of Scripture.... [But] to bring men and women into contact 
with God so that their lives may be transformed." 16 And this is done by 
"transferring a relevant message from the past to the present." 17 

That transfer, however, may not be as simple as it sounds. In fact, 
how does that transfer take place? What is involved in bridging the gap 
from the then to the now? Remember: "Without genuine relevance 
there is no sermon. Relevance for the church here and now is the final 
goal of sermon preparation." 18 

The 'Gap' Between the 'Then' of Biblical Culture 
and the 'Now' of Contemporary Culture 

With the unquestionable understanding that relevance is the final 
goal of sermon preparation, how does bridging the gap from the past 
to the present occur? In his significant example of the ripple effects 
created by a stone thrown into a pond, Thomas Long reminds us that 
"the task of preaching is not merely to recover the text's original 
breaking of the surface but to express what happens when one of the 


Bill and Gloria Gaither/Gaither, The Bill Gaither Trio Praise, (Nashville: Impact Records, 1976). 

16 Shannon, Expository Preaching, 1. 

17 Greidanus, The Modem Preacher, 158. 

18 Ibid., 157. 
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ripples sent forth by that text crosses our spot in the pond." 19 The task 
of the preacher is challenging in this regard. Indeed, diligent study 
cannot be avoided without a heavy price paid by both the slothful 
preacher and the congregation to which he is called to minister the 
Word in all the fullness of its meaning. 

Obviously, there are many ways of studying the Bible, some of 
which I will briefly here note. It can be studied from a devotional 
standpoint - and it should be so studied. Here, one aims at searching 
the Scriptures for spiritual guidance or for worshipping God with a 
sense of reverence, awe, adoration and affection. 

The Bible may also be studied from a literary standpoint - and it 
should be so studied. Both the Old and New Testaments comprise a 
library of 66 books with numerous types of literature: history, law, 
poetry, prose, prophecy, gospels, parables, epistles/letters, and 
apocalypse. Each of these 66 books must be understood in light of 
their literary character and make-up. Serious mistakes may be made in 
interpretation by failing to consider the type literature which God used 
in communication His Word to the world. 

The Bible may also be studied from an historical standpoint - and 
it should be so studied. After all, both the Old and New Testaments are 
inspired records of people and events which occurred in history. While 
God could have given us a manuscript from heaven without historical 
figures and happenings, He chose to use the arena of history in which 
to both reveal Himself and to record that revelation. Therefore, all that 
we can do to broaden our awareness of that historical arena will surely 


19 Long, Preaching, 127. 
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only add to and enrich our understanding and appreciation of God, His 
Word, and this world. 

The Old Testament, for example, is a "collection of poetic and 
prose literature of many types which has been brought together 
because it was judged to be of religious value to the worshipping 
community of Israel." 20 However, "Old Testament history is 
distinctively more than the history of the doings of a people. It is first 
and foremost a presentation of the acts of God." 21 In fact, in His 
purposes, "God embraces all nations as objects of His concern. His 
interest in Israel has no meaning, therefore, apart from Israel's role as 
the instrument by means of which redemption is made available to all 
peoples." 22 This redemptive concern will finally be fulfilled and 
revealed in the New Testament. 

The New Testament, of course, is the culmination of the 
revelation of God which began in the Old Testament. The New 
Testament tells us about Christ and the beginnings of Christianity. Even 
though the Christ of Christianity entered the world through a virgin, 
neither Christ nor Christianity entered a virgin world. It was, in fact, a 
very pregnant world loaded with religious, political, and socio-cultural 
happenings and developments. 

Once again, therefore, to understand the then of both the Old and 
New Testaments worlds requires serious study on the part of today's 
preacher. However, 

... the historical-cultural gap is not merely an obstacle for 

20 Henry Jackson Flanders, Jr., Robert Wilson Crapps, and David Anthony Smith, People of the Covenant: An 
Introduction to the Old Testament (New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1963), 13. 

21 Ibid., 5. 

22 Ibid., 76. 
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understanding the message today but evidence of the fact 
that the biblical text was relevant in the past - it addressed 
a specific people's needs in a historical-cultural form which 
was immediately understood. In other words, the historical- 
cultural gap we perceive from our vantage point is accounted 
for by the fact that the word of God entered history in a 
relevant way. If preachers today wish to address their con¬ 
temporary hearers with the word of God in an equally relevant 
way, they have no choice but to carry the message across the 
gap to the present historical-cultural situation. Instead of an 
obstacle to relevant preaching, therefore, the historical- 
cultural gap can be viewed as a challenge to preach the message 
just as relevantly today as it was in the past. The challenge is to 
let the word of God address people today just as explicitly and 
concretely as it did in biblical times. 23 

In his book, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text, Sidney 
Greidanus devotes several pages to proper and improper ways of 
"bridging the gap." 24 If relevance is, indeed, "the final goal of sermon 
preparation," 25 then this chapter should be consulted without 
hesitation. 

So, in addition to studying the ancient worlds of the Old and New 
Testaments, we must also study the contemporary world in which we 
live and serve. In this regard, 

... we will wish to assess the impact of rapid change upon 
the spiritual sensibilities of modern man. Among the in¬ 
numerable factors to be considered, one thinks immediately 
of the effect of the nuclear stalemate, of space exploration, 


Greidanus, The Modem Preacher, 159. 
Ibid., 159-181. 

Ibid., 157. 
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of the knowledge explosion in the natural and social sciences, 
of urbanization and the inevitable collectivism which follows, 
of the racial revolution which has resulted in distinctively 
new social patterns. These are some of the obvious crises to 
which a message must speak if it is to be relevant. 26 

In his article, "The Contemporary World and the Preaching 
Task," 27 William Hull offers some still very timely and practical ways of 
understanding the contemporary world (sociological trends, numerous 
bibliographical resources, etc.). Local papers and media must also be 
used. 


Furthermore, "instead of clinging timidly to anachronistic 
formulations of the faith which spoke to life a century ago, let us 
celebrate the 'givenness' of the world that God has shaped in our day, 
offering it a contemporary counterpart to that unique biblical message 
which forever expressed the divine intention for human history." 28 In 
other words, translation must fit receptacles. 

A misconception has existed for some time that hermeneutics or 
the rules of interpretation begin and end with the 'meaning' of 
the text. It is doubtful that Scripture itself would agree with this, 
for there is no hint that a mere intellectual grasp of divine pre¬ 
cepts is sufficient. Rather, one must be a doer and not merely 
a hearer (Jas. 1:19-27). Application, therefore, is crucial to the 
task of biblical interpretation and must be as exacting as the 
process of determining the meaning. Contextualization refers 
to the attempt to translate the religious principles of Scripture 
for the different 'contexts' or cultural heritages of our own day. 


Hull, The Relevance of the New Testament, 197-198. 

27 William E. Hull, "The Contemporary World and the Preaching Task," in Handbook of Contemporary Preaching 
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1992), 574-577. 

28 Hull, The Relevance, 200. 


9 



We must make Scripture relevant for our time and understanding 
in cultures alien to the time of the Bible. Therefore, we must 
make a careful distinction between form and content, making 
certain that the latter remains the focus of our proclamation. 29 

These select strategies for bridging the gap are only suggestive at 
best. However, they indicate the flow of that which is necessary for 
relevant preaching. 

Illustrations in Preaching 

The role of illustrations in preaching is determined by evaluating 
the reasons for, the dangers of, and the sources used in obtaining 
them. This is no simple matter. Clearly, however, they should not call 
undue attention to themselves. As a form of application, they point the 
way but they ore not the way. Illustrations should not be remembered 
for the sake of themselves but for the truth/s toward which they were 
directed. Illustrations which require explanation defeat their purpose 
and should be avoided. 

Canned illustrations should probably also be canned due to their 
artificial flavor. One of the potential risks here is the creation of make- 
believe on the part of the congregants. We are involved in a no make- 
believe business. 

Should personal illustrations be used? One of the deciding factors 
in this regard surely revolves around frequency. Periodically used, they 
may help others to see that preachers are humans also. The ups and 
downs , defeats and successes of preachers should not be denied. 


Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 353-354. 
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However, if used excessively, they may appear as if the preacher is 
parading himself in a less than beneficial manner. 

The number of illustrations used may tend to also exceed the 
scope of helpfulness. This is not always easy to determine and may 
partially depend on the congregation's educational level, the length of 
the illustrations, what is going on in the world or community at the 
time they are used or needed, and congregational feedback as to their 
effectiveness. So, prayerfully ponder that when illustrations are used 
"to elucidate the truth or to concretize the application of a particular 
passage," 30 they are indispensable for relevant preaching. Great care, 
therefore, should be taken regarding this portion of the preaching task 

Relevance: what a challenge! Relevant preaching: what an 
opportunity! 


Greidanus, The Modem Preacher, 341. 
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